Theoretical models, assuming an underlying conflict of interest between parents and offspring, suggest that begging can be an honest signal of offspring need provided that it is costly. Models on begging have been tested primarily on those birds in which parents provide care for several offspring. For these species, the underlying conflict selecting for extravagant (and apparently costly) begging displays might be sibling competition rather than parent-offspring conflict. We tested hypotheses on begging and parent-offspring conflict with the grey seal, Halichoerus grypus, as our model species, in which lactating females care for a single pup. As predicted from models of begging as an honest signal of need, pups begged at a significantly higher rate when hungry than when satiated. Furthermore, a mother was more likely to approach her pup shortly after the pup had uttered a begging call than within a randomly chosen period. We found no consistent support, however, for the assumption that there are strong conflicts of interest between mothers and pups. For example, the rate of suckling was not correlated with begging rate, suckling bouts terminated by pups were not longer than those terminated by mothers, and, although pups initiated the majority of suckling bouts, mothers did not terminate more suckling bouts than pups. These findings thus suggest that begging in species that care for a single offspring may evolve in the absence of strong parent-offspring conflict.
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Extravagant begging displays are often found in animals where the parents provide their dependent offspring with food or other resources (Kilner & Johnstone 1997; Budden & Wright 2001) . Whereas early ethologists considered begging as a signal that simply communicates offspring need to the parents (e.g. von Haartman 1953), Trivers (1974) suggested that the offspring use begging in an attempt to extract more resources than the parents are willing to provide. Trivers argued that the offspring had evolved manipulative behaviours in response to a genetic conflict of interest between parents and their offspring over the distribution of parental care. Theoretical models suggest that, in spite of underlying parent-offspring conflict, begging can be an honest signal of offspring condition provided that the signal is costly to produce and the benefits of receiving a food item decrease with increasing condition (Godfray 1991 (Godfray , 1995a ). The models predict that (1) begging intensity reflects offspring need, (2) parents provide resources in relation to offspring begging intensity, and (3) begging is costly. Empirical studies have found good evidence for the first two predictions, while the evidence for the third is ambiguous (Kilner & Johnstone 1997; Budden & Wright 2001) .
Theoretical models on begging thus suggest that, because of parent-offspring conflict, begging must be costly in order to remain an honest signal (Godfray 1991 (Godfray , 1995a . However, empirical studies have often failed to find clear evidence for conflicts of interests between parents and their offspring (Mock & Forbes 1992; Bateson 1994) . The question of whether parents and their offspring disagree over parental care is of theoretical importance because, in the absence of a conflict, begging signals no longer need to be costly in order to be honest. Furthermore, theoretical models suggest that some costfree signals can be informative even in the presence of some degree of conflict (Maynard Smith 1991 , 1994 . In birds, the subject of the majority of empirical studies on begging (Kilner & Johnstone 1997; Budden & Wright 2001) , parents typically care for several offspring at the same time. Thus, the extravagant begging displays typical of the majority of birds may have evolved as a consequence of sibling competition rather than parentoffspring conflict (Rodriguéz-Gironés et al. 1996) . A theoretical model suggests that the expected fitness for parents and offspring is higher at a nonsignalling equilibrium than at the signalling equilibrium Correspondence and present address: P. T. Smiseth, School of Biological Sciences, 3.614 Stopford Building, University of Manchester, Oxford Road, Manchester M13 9PT, U.K. (email: per.t.smiseth@man.ac.uk 
